The American Association for Cancer Research cancelled its annual meeting 3 days before it was due to begin in Toronto, Canada (April 5--9, 2003) because of the country\'s recent outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

"Cancelling the meeting was a difficult decision to make", says the organisation\'s Chief Executive Officer Margaret Foti (Philadelphia, PA, USA). The AACR received 6900 abstracts, booked 400 speakers, and expected about 16 000 participants to attend the meeting, Foti explains. The financial implications of cancelling the event are not yet known, but they could have a major effect on the AACR, she adds.

About 10 days before the conference, the AACR was concerned about the number of cancellations it was receiving from around the world, including some from speakers. "People were fearful of airborne transmission of the disease and being in close quarters with other participants from affected countries, including Canada", says Foti.

By April 10 Health Canada had reported 253 probable or suspected cases of SARS within the country. Ten people have died from the disease, and there have been 111 probable and 95 suspected cases in Ontario. All Canadian cases have occurred in people who have travelled to Asia or have had contact with SARS in the household or in a health-care setting.
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The AACR contacted the World Health Organization, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and Toronto health officials, all of whom noted that there is not currently a concern about the widespread transmission of SARS to the community in Toronto.

Toronto\'s Medical Officer of Health, Sheela Basrur, wrote a letter to the AACR emphasising the precautions that health-care providers should take while attending the meeting but did not advise the organisation to cancel the conference, says a spokesperson from Toronto Public Health.

The CDC has not issued a formal recommendation regarding travel to Canada. The CDC recommends that individuals who are planning nonessential travel to mainland China, Hong Kong, Hanoi, Vietnam, or Singapore postpone their trip until further notice.

Based on this information, the AACR staff went to Toronto to prepare for the meeting. "However, we were still receiving cancellations", says Foti. Some cancer centres were advising their staff not to attend because of concerns about travelling to countries affected by SARS and the potential transmission of the disease from health-care professionals to their immunocompromised patients with cancer, she explains. "We do however realise the importance of the meeting and are working hard to reschedule it", she adds.
